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The strictness with which the taboo was observed depended
largely on the influence of the person who imposed it : if he
was a great chief it would not be broken ; but a powerful man
often set at nought the taboo of an inferior.
A taboo might be general or particular, permanent or
temporary. A general taboo applied, for example, to a whole
class of animals ; a particular taboo was confined to one or
more individuals of the class. Idols, temples, the persons
and names of kings and of members of the royal family, the
persons of chiefs and priests, and the property (canoes,
houses, clothes, etc.) of all these classes of persons, were
always taboo or sacred. By a somewhat arbitrary extension of
this principle a chief could render taboo to (that is, in favour
of) himself anything which took his fancy by merely calling
it by the name of a part of his person. Thus, if he said
" That axe is my backbone/' or " is my head," the axe was
his ; if he roared out " That canoe ! my skull shall be the
baler to bale it out," the canoe was his likewise. The names
of chiefs and still more of kings were taboo, and could not be
uttered. If the name of a king of Tahiti was a common word
or even resembled a common word, that word dropped out
of use and a new name was substituted for it. Thus in course
of time most of the common words in the language under-
went considerable modifications or were entirely changed.
Certain foods were permanently taboo to (that is, in favour
of or for the use of) gods and men, but were forbidden to
women. Thus in Hawaii the flesh of hogs, fowls, turtle, and
several kinds of fish, coco-nuts, and nearly everything offered
in sacrifice were reserved for gods and men, and could not,
except in special cases, be consumed by women. In the
Marquesas Islands human flesh was tabooed from women.
Sometimes certain fruits, animals, and fish were taboo for
months together from both men and women. In the Mar-
quesas houses were tabooed against water : nothing was
washed in them ; no drop of water might be spilled in them.
If an island or a district was tabooed, no canoe or person
might approach it while the taboo lasted ; if a path was
tabooed, no man might walk on it. Seasons generally kept
taboo were the approach of a great religious ceremony, the
time of preparation for war, and the sickness of chiefs. The
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